1914]     AIStfE   TO  FIRST   BATTLE   OP  YPRES

or British, they were accustomed to war among
devious water-courses. The plan was to hold strong
bridgeheads at Nieuport and Dixmude, and an ad-
vance line covering them on the east bank of the
river. Behind this lay the line of the Yser itself,
and, should that be lost, the Nieuport-Dixmude
railway embankment for a last stand.

By the evening of the 17th, Beseler, to whom the
first coast attack had been entrusted, was in position
just east of Nieuport. Early on the morning of the
18th he attacked with the object of seizing the Nieu-
port bridge. The sudden and violent assault of a
superior force upon the left wing of a much-enduring
army would in all likelihood have succeeded, and if
at this date King Albert had been pushed well back
from the Yser towards Furnes, Beseler would have
been in Dunkirk in two days and in Calais the day
after. But at this most critical moment help arrived
from an unexpected quarter. Suddenly the German
right resting on the sand-dunes found itself enfiladed.
Shells fell in their trenches from the direction of the
sea, and looking towards the Channel they saw the
ominous grey shapes of British warships.

Germany had never dreamed of any serious danger
from the sea. She believed from the charts that off
that shelving shore, with its yeasty coastal waters,
there was no room for even a small gunboat to get
within range, and she did not imagine that Britain
would venture her ships in such perilous seas. But
at the outbreak of war three strange vessels lay at
Barrow, built to the order of the Brazilian Govern-
ment. Broad in the beam, and shallow of draught,
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